Low levels of serum thyroglobulin after withdrawal of thyroid suppression therapy in the follow up of differentiated thyroid carcinoma.
We evaluated the reliability of very low serum thyroglobulin (Tg) levels (less than 3 ng/ml) obtained after withdrawal of thyroid suppression therapy in 224 patients without anti-Tg antibodies, who had undergone total thyroidectomy (125 patients) or thyroidectomy followed by 1 or more courses of 131I therapy (99 patients), by performing whole body scans after a therapeutic course of 131I given at the same time of Tg measurement. In 79 patients (35%) a positive scan, associated with a very low level of Tg, was noted. The 131I uptake was limited to the thyroid bed in 60 patients, but metastases were demonstrated in 19 patients (8.5%). These results are mainly explained by the much improved performance of scintigraphy after administration of therapeutic doses of 131I. In the majority of patients, especially those whose 131I uptake was limited to the thyroid bed, further scans were negative. Therefore, in these cases, negative Tg values can generally be considered an early indication of satisfactory evolution. However, in 8.5% of all cases, very low Tg levels were associated with metastases. Thus the follow up of thyroid cancer should not rely only upon Tg determination, even after suppression therapy withdrawal.